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Abstract 
The purpose of this paper is to shed more light on the value of qualitative research 
methods as a heuristic research tool that could provide a better understanding of the 
small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs) and the basic/key role played by the 
owner/manager/entrepreneur in the competitiveness and performance of the SME. It 
provides a literature review about the use, types, advantages and disadvantages and 
rigor achieved from case study research. It presents guidelines of how to generate 
theories from practice and embark on in-depth qualitative research while it highlights 
possible difficulties and drawbacks that may be encountered. Some thoughts are 
finally brought forth relating to the application of qualitative research in these 
management disciplines, in order to get business/management research out of its 
current profound state of unconsciousness.  
 
 
 
 
Keywords: case studies, entrepreneurship, qualitative research methods, small and 
medium enterprises (SMEs). 
 
Contact Details 
Panagiotis Piperopoulos* Corresponding author: Tel-mobile: (+30) 6973048686, 
Tel: (+30) 2381071759, Fax: (+30) 2381051182, e-mail: panpiper@uom.gr, Address: 
University of Macedonia, 49 Ag. Dimitriou Street, 58200 Edessa, Greece. 
 
Acknowledgements 
The author is grateful to Prof. Demetri Kantarelis for his encouragement in producing 
this article, and to the anonymous reviewers for their constructive comments. Should 
any errors be identified they are the responsibility solely of the author. 
 
 
 
 
 
 2
1. Introduction  
SMEs comprise the largest portion of businesses in most Economies, offer the 
greatest potential for employment creation, and contribute positively to economic 
growth competitiveness and productivity (Asquith and Weston, 1994; Hoffman et al., 
1998; Tether, 2000; Salojärvi et al., 2005; Samitas and Kenourgios, 2005; Aaboen et 
al., 2006). According to the European Commission Enterprise and Industry (2005) 
report, in the 25 countries of the European Union 99% or approximately 23 million of 
the total enterprises are SMEs providing 75 million jobs, while one half of the United 
States Gross Domestic Product in 1999 was attributed to small businesses, which 
employed about 58% of the 1999 employment in the US (Hausman, 2005).  
Several research studies and extensive management literature have been 
devoted to exploring and understanding the particular characteristics of SMEs, the 
role of the entrepreneur/manager/owner, and his/her personality and organizational 
abilities that seem to affect the performance of the SME (Greening, et al. 1996; Hill 
and Wright, 2001). Much of this theoretical knowledge and the associated findings of 
empirical researches have been conducted in the United States and in the more 
advanced economies of Europe, focusing, mainly on quantitative research methods. 
Richards and Richards (1987), have argued that a number of perceived constraints 
have hindered the embracing of qualitative approaches in management, 
1. The volume of the data, 
2. The complexity of the analysis, 
3. The detail of the classification record; and 
4. The velocity and flexibility of analysis. 
 
More recently Milliken (2001) has suggested that due to the propensity to 
apply quantitative research methods little attention has been paid to qualitative 
research in the management discipline. Despite these perceived constraints and the 
general attitude by management researchers and scholars towards quantitative 
research methods, in recent years, there has been a growing interest and a widespread 
acknowledgment of qualitative research as a valuable and valid research approach 
within administrative sciences (Eisenhardt, 1989; Shaw, 1999; Weber, 2004; Cepeda 
and Martin, 2005).  
“It is vital that the academic and management research community 
recognizes that in spite of some of the widely-held reservations about the 
value of such methods the tide has already started to turn…Indeed it needs 
to change or we are all guilty of disregarding our most valuable economic 
asset, the individual entrepreneur and the enterprise he/she is seeking to 
develop in his/her own unique way.” (Hill and McGowan, 1999, p.16) 
 
Gummesson (2006) recently has argued that to understand management we 
need to be creative and use a range of methods and techniques to make sense of these 
complexities. 
This article discusses the use of qualitative research methods in the areas of 
SMEs and entrepreneurship through a literature review about the use, types, 
advantages and disadvantages and rigor achieved in a case study research. The aim of 
this paper then, is twofold: First to bring forth the value of qualitative research 
methods to management researchers, scholars and PhD candidates and second to 
specify some guidelines of how to generate theories from practice and embark on in-
depth qualitative research in order to answer ‘how’, ‘why’ and ‘what’ issues and fully 
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comprehend the nature, complexity and idiosyncrasy of SMEs and the 
entrepreneur/owner/manager.  
The paper is organised as follows: the second section presents the basic/key 
role played by the owner/manager/entrepreneur in the competitiveness and 
performance of the SME, and highlights those issues that make the use of qualitative 
research important in these disciplines of management. In the third section the 
qualitative case study research method and some guidelines of how to conduct a case 
study fieldwork in SMEs based on observation and interviews is presented. The paper 
concludes with a discussion of possible drawbacks and difficulties in conducting a 
case study research and some crucial thoughts relating to the application of qualitative 
research in these management disciplines are discussed, aiming to get 
business/management research out of its current profound state of unconsciousness.  
 
2. SMEs and the Entrepreneur   
Several researchers in their studies give special emphasis to the influential role of 
entrepreneurs in affecting the performance, survival and growth of firms particularly 
when these firms are small. The ‘basic role played by the 
owner/manager/entrepreneur’ is one of the major determinants of SME 
competitiveness and performance; this turns out to be so because the concentration of 
decision-making power in the owner/manager in an SME environment, consequently 
affects the firm’s overall strategy. Goffee and Scase (1995) argue that the 
entrepreneurs are these owner-managers that exercise control over their businesses 
through directly imposed but mostly unwritten guidelines and instructions. They may 
employ as many as fifty or sixty staff, or even much more according to their ability to 
exercise control through informal, face-to-face processes rather than according to 
formalized structures and job descriptions. In SMEs there may be different layers of 
managers, supervisors, job descriptions, etc, but the distinguishable characteristic of 
entrepreneurs is that they retain almost total control and remain at the centre of the 
decision-making web, in a unique and powerful position within the firm (Goffee and 
Scase, 1995; Aaboen et al., 2006). Such enterprises are sculptured around the 
‘personalities’ of their owner-managers and their growth potential and financial 
viability is highly dependent upon the proprietors’ preferences, energies, talents and 
plans.  
The role and personality of the entrepreneur/manager/owner of the small firm 
and his/hers strategic decisions are in direct relationship with the competitiveness and 
innovative performance of the SME (Hoffman et al., 1998; Hausman, 2005). 
According to recent research results in 305 small tourism firms in Israel, the 
entrepreneurial human capital and particularly managerial skills was the strongest 
contributor to both short-term and long-term business performance and growth (Haber 
and Reichel, 2007). 
Further research drawn upon the concept of competitiveness and the 
competency approach by Man et al. (2002), develops a conceptual model to link the 
characteristics of SMEs owner-managers and their firm’s performance. The 
entrepreneur’s managerial skills and technical know-how, his/hers demographic, 
psychological and behavioral characteristics are often cited as the most influential 
factors related to the performance and innovativeness of an SME; particularly since 
quite often small firms or even medium-sized companies have a dominating 
entrepreneur, who is most likely to be the founder of the business. Man et al. (2002) 
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suggest that in order for the entrepreneur to ensure the competitiveness and survival 
of the firm he/she must set the direction of the company, be visionary, strategic and 
goal oriented, since it is often the owner-manager of SMEs that leads the strategic 
planning process. Earlier, Burns and Harrison (1996) had suggested that when the 
personal characteristics of the owner/manager of the company are problematic and 
interact with managerial deficiencies they tend to produce weaknesses in the firm and 
potentially lead it to failure.  
Several sociological approaches try to explain the social conditions from 
which entrepreneurs emerge and the social factors that influence the decision. One of 
the most comprehensive sociological models is presented in the work of Shapero and 
Sokol (1982) and depicts the decision to become an entrepreneur as a function of two 
factors: the impetus factors and the situational factors, as shown in table 1 below.  
 
{Table 1} 
 
According to the above analysis the ‘qualities’ of the entrepreneur will play a 
decisive role in the future survival, growth and performance of the SME (Greiner, 
1972; Goffee and Scase, 1995; Burns and Harrison, 1996; Storey, 2000). These 
‘qualities’ of the entrepreneur, his/her personality, situational characteristics and 
impetus towards entrepreneurship, along with the overall performance and 
competitiveness of the SME often do not fit neatly into the linear conventional models 
and a series of fragmented A causes B studies, associated with quantitative research 
methodologies. Qualitative research, based on rich descriptions and in-depth analysis 
could provide a better understanding of the entrepreneur’s character, the corporate 
culture within SMEs, staff personalities, collective skills and corporate tacit 
knowledge. 
Qualitative research methods can enable researchers through in-depth, 
detailed, extensive description, contextual analysis and longitudinal examination to 
capture reality, attitudes and persona of management practitioners and entrepreneurs 
within SMEs and through a sharpened understanding of why the instance happened as 
it did, how the instance happened, what was the result, and, what might be important 
to look at in more depth and more extensively in future research, develop theories 
from it. According to Amaratunga, et al. (2002) qualitative data provide rich 
descriptions, reveal complexity, and have inherent the characteristic that they are 
collected over periods of time, which makes them valuable for researching ‘processes’ 
since they are taking a view of what ‘real life’ is like. 
 
“To summarize, the reasons why case study research is a viable 
management research strategy are three-fold. First, the researcher can 
study management in a natural setting, learn about its state-of-the-art, and 
generate theories from practice. Second, the case method allows the 
researcher to answer “how” and “why” issues in order to understand the 
nature and complexity of the processes taking place. Third, a case study 
approach is an appropriate way to explore areas where research studies are 
scarce.” (Capeda and Martin, 2005, pp. 852-853) 
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3. Qualitative Case Study Research  
Considering the alternative research methodologies for SMEs and the 
entrepreneur/owner/manager, we are led directly to the need for comparing and 
contrasting the relative strengths and weaknesses of qualitative and quantitative 
methods. According to Patton (1987), qualitative methods permit the researcher to 
study and explore the selected events, cases, and issues in depth and in great detail, 
since the data collection methods are not constrained by predetermined categories of 
analysis. On the other hand, according to the author, the quantitative methods use 
predetermined response categories and standardised measures that fit diverse various 
opinions and experiences. As Sykes (1991) argues quantitative methods, sacrifice 
quality of information to standardization.  In other words, quantitative enquiry 
examines data, which are numbers, while qualitative enquiry examines data, which 
are narratives (Easterby-Smith, et al., 1991).  
Eisenhardt (1989), states that case studies focus on understanding the 
dynamics present within a single setting. Rather than using large samples and 
following a rigid protocol to examine a limited number of variables, case study 
methods involve a detailed and in-depth, longitudinal examination of an issue. 
According to the authors, it is a systematic way of looking at what is happening, 
collecting data, analysing information, and reporting the results. Thus, case studies are 
especially well suited toward generating, rather than testing, hypotheses. The case 
study is a method of learning about a complex instance through extensive description 
and contextual analysis in an attempt to answer why, what and how.   
 According to Yin (1984, p. 23), a case study is “an empirical inquiry that 
investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real life context when the 
boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident and in which 
multiple sources of evidence are used.” Mitchell (1983, p.192) defines a case study as 
“a detailed examination of an event (or series of related events), which the analyst 
believes exhibits (or exhibit) the operation of some identified general theoretical 
principle”. Meredith (1998) gives a more complete and detailed definition of a ‘case 
study’,  
 
“A case study typically uses multiple methods and tools for data collection 
from a number of entities by a direct observer(s) in a single natural setting that 
considers temporal and contextual aspects of the contemporary phenomenon 
under study, but without experimental controls or manipulations…example 
entities include financial data, interviews, memoranda, business plans, 
organisational charts, tools and other physical artefacts, questionnaires and 
observations of managerial or employee actions and interactions. The goal is 
to understand as fully as possible the phenomenon being studied through 
‘perceptual triangulation’, the accumulation of multiple entities as supporting 
sources of evidence to assure that the facts being collected are indeed correct.” 
(Meredith, 1998, pp. 442-443) 
 
The important point to be made here is that the ‘understanding’ achieved is 
only meaningful within a conceptual framework of assumptions, beliefs and 
perspectives that the researcher should set at the outline of his/her research. 
According to Meredith (1998), the ‘understanding’ can only be considered knowledge 
within the specific conceptual and perceptual framework of the researcher. 
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3.1 Advantages of the Case Study Reseach Methodology 
A qualitative case study seeks to describe a unit, in a holistic manner, namely in 
depth, detail and context. Case studies are particularly useful when one needs to 
understand some particular problems, or characteristics, or a situation in great depth, 
as we described in the previous section. According to Patton (1987), case studies are 
used when one needs to identify cases rich in information, rich in a sense that a great 
deal can be learned from only a few or even one exemplar of the phenomenon. The 
author goes on to suggest that the case studies become even more valuable when the 
interest is on capturing the individual differences and/or unique variations of the units 
under investigation. Petra (2001), argues that there is no need of control over the 
behavioural events but rather documenting them and paying particular emphasis on 
how, why and what questions and analysis. 
 Benbasat (1987) identifies three outstanding advantages of a qualitative case 
research approach,  
 
1. The phenomenon can be studied in its natural setting and meaningful, 
relevant theory generated from the understanding gained through 
observing actual practice. 
2. The case method allows the much more meaningful question of why, 
rather than just what and how, to be answered with a relatively full 
understanding of the nature and complexity of the complete 
phenomenon. 
3. The case method lends itself to early, exploratory investigations where 
the variables are still unknown and the phenomenon not at all 
understood. (Benbasat, 1987, p. 370) 
 
Meredith (1998), and Eisenhardt (1989) suggest a number of additional 
advantages of the case study research method such as, the richness of explanations, 
relevance, understanding, exploratory depth, empirical validity, and generation of 
novel theories and testing of theories. Another important advantage of case study 
research is the opportunity of the holistic view of the process as Gummesson (1991), 
quotes, 
 
“The detailed observations entailed in the case study method enable us to 
study many different aspects, examine them in relation to each other, view the 
process within its total environment and also utilise the researcher’s capacity 
for ‘verstehen’. Consequently, case study research provides us with a greater 
opportunity than other available methods to obtain a holistic view of a specific 
research project.” (Gummesson, 1991, p. 76) 
 
3.2 Types and Uses of Case Study Reseach  
According to Silverman (1998, p. 7) the common element of qualitative research is 
the collection of data in the form of words and statements, which is analyzed by 
methods that do not include statistics or quantification. Yin (1984), distinguishes 
between three types of uses of case study research: exploratory, descriptive, and 
explanatory. According to the author, exploratory use refers to case studies being used 
in a limited scope as a pilot study in order to formulate more testable hypothesis and 
more precise questions. Exploratory case studies are condensed case studies, 
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undertaken before implementing a large-scale investigation. Where considerable 
uncertainty exists about program operations, goals, and results, exploratory case 
studies help identify questions, select measurement constructs, and develop measures; 
they also serve to safeguard investment in larger studies. Descriptive case studies 
attempt to describe what a situation is like, usually considered the simplest form of 
research method since they more or less are based on mere observation and reporting. 
These case studies serve to make the unfamiliar familiar, and give readers a common 
language about the topic. Finally, Yin identifies the third use of case studies, as 
explanatory research, which is a useful method for studying processes in companies 
and also for clarifying, enlightening purposes. It is a method of learning about a 
complex instance through extensive description and contextual analysis, it is 
concerned with answering the whys, the whats and the hows.   
In his work, Gummesson (1991) provides a quotation by Kjellen and 
Soderman, who point to another use of case study research, 
 
“…To generate theory and as a means for initiating change…if a change 
process is going to succeed the researcher must have a fundamental 
knowledge of the studied organisation and its actors, an ability to develop a 
language and concepts that are appropriate to the specific case, and must 
concentrate on processes that are likely to lead to understanding -verstehen- 
rather than on a search for casual explanations.” (Gummesson, 1991, p. 75) 
 
 This type and use of a case study is further supported by other scholars such as 
Richardt and Cook (1979) and Meredith (1998) who argue that rationalist/ 
quantitative methods of research are most appropriate for testing and verifying 
existing theory, while interpretive/ qualitative methods like case studies are best for 
generating and/ or extending theory. The authors go on to suggest that the rationalist 
methods are most appropriate in answering the whats and hows, while the case 
method is concerned with the whys as well as the whats and hows.  
 
“Case study method is especially appropriate for researchers who: (1) are 
interested in studying new topical areas in organizations; (2) want to 
develop testable, midrange, theory from the processual analysis of case 
studies; (3) would like to replicate their studies in multiple research 
settings; and (4) have limited research resources.” (Fox-Wolfgramm, 
1997, p. 439) 
 
3.3 Selecting the Cases  
In designing the research study, the common practice is to divide the factors of 
interest into three sets as Meredith (1998) argues, 
 
1. Parameters: They define the population of interest and are held constant 
during the study. In a case study, the researcher controls these factors by 
selecting the situation or site to be studied.  
2. Independent variables: These are the variables over which the researcher has 
some control, can monitor, select or can manipulate to some extent and are 
hypothesised to cause or influence the dependent variables. Because the 
researcher is usually limited in his/hers ability to monitor or control the 
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number of independent variables he/she should try to place as many as 
possible in the set of parameters that are held constant.  
3. Dependent variables: These are the variables expected to be explained or 
caused by the independent variables and which the case researcher observes.  
 
One has to realise that in a case study research we do not measure variables in 
the sample and statistically infer relationships, but rather we directly observe the 
processes and use logic to deduce or infer relationships. Thus, it is a situation more or 
less simulating a laboratory experiment or a complete survey and so the use of 
additional cases cannot be equated to an increase in the sample size but are more in 
the spirit of running the experiment at more depth. According to Meredith (1998, p. 
447), in the process of trying to understand, we strive to identify the variables (the 
parameters are already defined by the case chosen) that affect the phenomenon, 
estimate their variability, determine their effect size, and understand their workings 
and relationships. Despite the fact that various scholars attempt to explain and present 
a series of steps in a case study research in practice it always involves a lot of learning 
by doing (Petra, 2001). 
As Patton (1987, p. 51-52) states, the power of purposeful sampling lies in 
selecting information-rich cases for study in depth. The author identifies several 
different strategies, sampling techniques, for purposefully selecting information-rich 
cases. According to Patton, the extreme case sampling focuses on cases that are 
information-rich because they are unusual or special in some way with the logic that 
lessons can be learned from extreme conditions and outcomes, which are relevant and 
could help in improving other more typical cases. The aim is to think through cases 
from which the researchers can learn the most, cases that can be extremely 
enlightening.  
The other strategy for selecting purposeful samples is to look for critical 
cases. According to Patton (1987), critical cases are those that can make a point quite 
dramatically or are, for some reason, particularly important in a scheme of things. The 
clues to the existence of a critical case are the statements to the effect that, 
 
a) If it happens there, it will happen anywhere. 
b) If it doesn’t happen there, it won’t happen anywhere. 
c) If that group is having problems then we can be sure all the groups are having 
problems. (Patton, 1987, p. 54-55) 
 
Hence, the most important point in the critical case sampling is to select the 
SMEs, which would yield the most information and thus, will contribute to the 
creation of knowledge in the conceptual framework of entrepreneurship. 
 
3.4 Achieving Rigor in a Case Study Reseach  
As it has already been emphasised, qualitative evaluations, and case study research in 
particular are interested in descriptive data; focus on interactions and processes, try to 
understand a social situation from a participant’s perspective, describe events and 
actions scientifically without using numerical data, are explanatory in nature and try 
to interpret the dynamic reality behind things. This is of great importance for the 
conceptual framework we have elegantly described in section two of this paper. 
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“Analysis of qualitative material is more explicitly interpretative, creative 
and personal than in quantitative analysis, which is not to say that it should 
not be equally systematic and careful.” (Walker, 1995, p. 3) 
 
Case studies are governed by the same but different in nature, principles of 
evidence and proof as are the more quantitative methods of research. The difference is 
in the methods used to achieve the rigor in case studies. According to Lee (1989) and 
Meredith (1998), case studies can attain each of the four requirements of the rigor, 
controlled observations, controlled deductions, replicability and generalisability, as 
shown in table 2,  
 
{Table 2} 
   
Controlled observations in case studies are attained through natural controls, 
rather than laboratory or statistical controls, the same controls that an astronomer or a 
geologist typically uses. According to Lee (1989) and Meredith (1998), the natural 
controls rely on the proper selection of the parameters, which are held constant during 
the research, while others are left free to vary as they would. For example, in a case 
study, factors such as managerial policies, inventory systems can be the parameters 
‘held constant’, while others such as, costs, defect rates, profits can be left free to vary 
as they would naturally. Thus, according to the authors, case and field studies achieve 
the same ends through natural methods that experiments and statistical methods 
achieve through direct control of the independent variables.  
As Lee. (1989, p. 40) states, “mathematics is a subset of formal logic, not vice 
versa. Logical deductions in the general case do not require mathematics. A case 
study that performs its deductions with verbal propositions (i.e. qualitative analysis), 
therefore, only deprives itself of the convenience of the rules of algebra; it does not 
deprive itself of the rules of formal logic to which it may still turn when carrying out 
the task of making controlled deductions.” Hence, since formal logic encompasses 
mathematics, the requirement of controlled deductions, as shown in table 2 above, can 
be achieved by applying the rules of formal logic to verbal propositions arising from 
the case and/or field research. An example according to the author is the theory of 
evolution, which was logically deduced by Darwin through statements and words not 
through statistics, mathematics and numbers.   
Replicability is attained in quantitative research methods by achieving the 
same results when the study is precisely duplicated, same parameters, independent 
variables, dependent variables and controls (Meredith, 1998). Since in case studies 
replicating the exact same conditions in another situation is not fully achievable 
replicability can be achieved according to the authors by applying the resulting case 
study theory to a somewhat different set of conditions. The author argues that 
although the result might be a different prediction, the same theory is being tested. 
The inherent need of researchers and scholars to generalise the findings and 
the knowledge gained from any survey is widely recognised. In quantitative methods, 
generalisability is easily achieved to a certain extent through statistical means and 
large-scale surveys covering representative samples of the population. According to 
Lee (1989), the researchers who do algorithmic and/or statistical modelling often 
suggest that their results are highly generalisable because they apply to any situation 
and time period where the assumptions hold while the findings from case and field 
research have little generalisability because the results are only valid for the specific 
case’s characteristics and situation. On the other hand, the researchers that favour case 
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studies argue that the theories/ arguments developed from case studies are applicable 
to other similar situations, which have the same population parameters, or even to 
non-similar to the original case study but where the theory still applies and predicts 
different results. Furthermore, the author argues that scholars who do case and field 
studies put forward that mathematic and statistical modelling have little 
generalisability because real situations are much more complex than the simplified 
and codified reality assumed by rationalists and that no real situation can ever satisfy 
all the assumptions on which the findings are originally based. Norman (1970), 
suggests that generalisability can be achieved in a case study, as follows, 
 
“If you have a good descriptive or analytic language by means of which 
you can really grasp the interaction between various parts of the system 
and the important characteristics of the system, the possibilities to 
generalise also from very few cases, or even one single case, may be 
reasonably good…the possibilities to generalise from one single case are 
founded in the comprehensiveness of the measurements which makes it 
possible to reach a fundamental understanding of the structure, process 
and driving forces rather than a superficial establishment of correlation or 
cause-effect relationships.” (Norman, 1970, p. 53) 
 
 
3.5 Designing a Case Study Reseach: Observation and 
Interviews  
According to Yin (1993), the quality of any given design can be judged according to 
the following four tests: construct validity (use multiple sources of evidence; establish 
a chain of evidence; have key informants review draft case study report); internal 
validity (do pattern matching, do explanation building, do time series analysis); 
external validity (use replication logic in multiple case studies); and reliability (use 
case study protocol; develop case study database).  
The case study approach calls for the application of multiple methods of data 
gathering and analysis, involving different permutations of participants and the 
application of different types of research questions within a range of settings. It entails 
the collection of both quantitative and qualitative data, including surveys, content 
analysis, statistical analysis of secondary data and observation, and the evaluative 
synthesis of these different data sources to provide an overall interpretation of each 
case. According to Cepeda and Martin (2005), a sound case study should have three 
main elements:  
a) The conceptual framework. Survey relevant literature, identify gaps and filter 
the existing knowledge by the researcher’s own theoretical background.  
b) The research cycle. Plan the methods for collecting, recording and analyzing 
the data and the methods to report them. Collect the data through fieldwork, 
adding new perspectives and questions as they may arise during the research. 
Analyze the data by bringing meaning to what has being recorded.  
c) The literature-based scrutiny of developed theory. Clarify and categorize the 
data and build theories. 
 
Furthermore, Eisenhardt (1989) proposes a possible general sequence of steps 
that a researcher should pursue in each case study as seen in table 3 below, 
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{Table 3} 
 
One of the major advantages in conducting a case study research is the 
flexibility that one can obtain and the easiness by which he/she can change strategies 
and adapt to the circumstances of the particular SME. As far as secondary data are 
concerned (i.e. financial records, human resources records and historical and other 
official data and statistics that each company has), the researcher should be able to 
obtain them upon request. According to Pole and Lampard (2002), once, in a research 
project, any primary data have been collected existing data may serve to contextualise 
these new data or at least help in the assessment and critical review of their 
representativeness. The two methods of primary data collection that could be used in 
any empirical research are observation and interviewing.  
Observation is a method of data gathering, which involves a highly complex 
set of activities in which the researcher interfaces with the research setting and the 
emerging data at a number of levels. In more detail, Foster (1996) provides a 
definition of observation arguing that, 
 
“Observation is a matter of collecting information about the nature of the 
physical and social world as it unfolds before us directly via the senses 
rather than indirectly via the accounts of others. But observation is more 
than just this. Our minds must make sense of the data they receive. To do 
this we order, interpret and give meaning to incoming information. 
Physical objects are recognised and categorised, their category labels 
symbolising their key features and qualities. Similarly by employing our 
existing knowledge, conceptual schemata and theories, we recognise and 
give meaning to the human behaviour we witness.” (Foster, 1996, p. vii) 
 
There are several advantages to observational fieldwork for qualitative 
evaluation and research, as Patton (1987) identifies. First, by direct observation the 
researcher is able to understand and evaluate the context in which operations and 
actions are taking place, thus obtaining a holistic perspective. Second, the evaluator 
can be inductive-discovery oriented in approach, since he/she can directly experience 
the phenomenon and the day-to-day operations of the organisation. A third advantage 
of observational methods is the opportunity for the researcher to observe things that 
he/she could have missed out during the interview process. The researcher can find 
out if he/she has obtained all the available and relevant material. A fourth strength 
identified by the author is that the researcher can gain information and knowledge that 
would otherwise be unavailable, missed out or even that the managers would be 
unwilling to talk about in the interview. Fifth, observation methods give the evaluator 
the opportunity to make his/hers own perceptions part of the data, which enables 
him/her to present a more comprehensive view of the issue, in our case the SME, 
being studied. Last but of no least importance, being close and observing firsthand the 
physical and social settings, permits the researcher to use personal knowledge and 
experience in understanding and interpreting the situation. This is beyond what can be 
fully recorded even in the most well structured questionnaire and/or detailed and in-
depth interview.  
Interviews involve the collection of data through talking to respondents 
(interviewees) and recording their responses. Pole and Lampard (2002) keep their 
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definition of an interview fairly loose in order to accommodate the range of different 
kinds of interviews, which exist.  
 
“Viewed this way, then, an interview is a verbal exchange of information 
between two or more people in which the interviewing person aims at 
gathering information from the other(s).” (Pole and Lampard, 2002, p. 126) 
 
According to the authors, face-to-face interview methods vary from in-depth, 
unstructured or semi-structured (i.e. structured questions without response codes) 
methods to highly structured, pre-coded response questionnaires, or they can involve 
a combination of the two. Sometimes, measurement instruments are handed to the 
respondents (self-completion or self-administration measurement scales) to complete 
themselves during face-to-face interviews. As Patton (1987, p.108-109) argues, the 
purpose of interviewing, then, is to allow us to enter the other person’s perspective. 
For the author, depth interviewing involves asking open-ended questions, listening to 
and recording the answers, and then following up with additional relevant questions.  
According to Patton (1987) and Pole and Lampard (2002), the advantages of 
face-to-face interviews are that interviewers can probe fully for responses and clarify 
any ambiguities, more complicated and detailed questions can be asked, more 
information and of greater depth can be obtained, inconsistencies and 
misinterpretations can be checked, and that there are no literacy requirements for 
respondents. Furthermore, the scholars argue that open-ended questions can be 
included to enable respondents to give their opinions in full on more complex topics. 
They also provide rich and quotable material, which enlivens research reports.   
The three choices to collecting qualitative data through in-depth, open-ended 
interviews, according to Patton (1987) are, 
 
i. The informal conversation interview. This method relies entirely on 
spontaneous generation of questions and in the natural flow of an 
interaction that goes on along with the direct observation of situations, 
actions and circumstances. The questions arise through the context of the 
conversation.  
ii. The general interview guide approach. This method is an interview 
based on a list of questions and subjects that are to be explored in the 
course of the interview. The list is prepared to give an overall guide to 
the conversation and ensure that same or at least similar questions will 
be asked from a number of people within the same area or between 
different case studies. The guide provides a framework within which the 
interviewer would develop questions, initiate discussions and focus in 
greater depth if more information is needed.  
iii. The standardised open-ended interview. It consists of a set of questions 
carefully worded and arranged for the purpose of taking each respondent 
through the same sequence and asking each respondent the same 
questions with essentially the same words. Flexibility is, thus, limited, 
while the questions are written in advance in exactly the way and 
sequence they are going to be asked, more or less like filling a 
questionnaire, also not allowing for unanticipated topics or issues that 
could arise during the interview. (Patton, 1987, p. 109-114) 
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4. Concluding Remarks 
Qualitative studies are intensive and complex (Conger, 1998). As with every research 
method carrying through a case study research contains its own drawbacks. Some of 
the drawbacks are directly related to the kinds of data collection that are used in 
qualitative methods, like in-depth and open-ended interviews and direct observation. 
The data from open-ended interviews consist of direct quotations from people about 
their experiences, knowledge, feelings, opinions and perceptions of certain situations. 
Moreover, the data from direct observation consist of detailed descriptions of the 
participants’ behaviours and actions, a full range of human interactions, detailed 
descriptions of organisational procedures and day-to-day management, etc. According 
to Eisenhardt (1989) and Meredith (1998) the most commonly suggested difficulties 
with conducting a case study research are, thus, access, cost and time, the need for 
multiple methods and tools for triangulations, lack of controls, complication of 
context and temporal dynamics, overly complex theories, lack of statistical validity, 
and the unfamiliarity of theory building and testing using case study research, since 
traditionally ‘case study’ is a familiar term mostly in sociology and ethnography, 
while ‘statistical methods’ have been favoured as methodologies in management and 
business administration. 
 
“A final structural problem is the limited number of faculty with 
qualitative research backgrounds. This small pool of individuals limits the 
number of doctoral students exposed to such methods and in turn directly 
impacts whether we will have a critical mass of future faculty who are 
well versed in qualitative methods.” (Conger, 1998, p. 117) 
 
The argument brought forth in this article is that qualitative case study research, 
based on rich descriptions and in-depth analysis could provide a better understanding 
of the entrepreneur’s character, the corporate culture within SMEs, staff personalities, 
collective skills and corporate tacit knowledge that often do not fit neatly into the 
linear conventional models and a series of fragmented A causes B studies, associated 
with quantitative research methodologies. As O’ Donnel and Cummins (1999) suggest 
in order to understand SMEs in-depth it is necessary to look beyond conventional 
research methods. Furthermore Shaw (1999, p. 60) argues that researchers should ‘get 
closer’ to the participants penetrate their internal logic and interpret their subjective 
understanding of reality. Researchers should penetrate the world of business 
owner/manager/entrepreneur and identify/ understand how they see situations in real 
life context (Sparrow, 1999). 
Management researchers, scholars and PhD candidates in the fields of SMEs 
and entrepreneurship need to understand that these two management disciplines need 
a demiurgically productive synthesis emerging from a symbiotic and apocalyptic 
relationship between qualitative and quantitative research methods. In this realm, 
qualitative case study research should gradually constitute a major alternative and/or 
complementary methodological approach to quantitative, large-scale survey types of 
research.  
 
“I can only see one possibility for research in management and business to 
get out of its coma: embrace qualitative methodology and learn from the 
new modern natural sciences, both from their daring approaches and 
persona.” (Gummesson, 2006, p. 178) 
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Summarizing the preceding discussion in this paper, it becomes clear that a case 
study research in the disciplines of SMEs and entrepreneurship allows researchers: 
 
• To examine the issues within their social context and natural settings; 
• To examine the processes, relationships, and any issue upon the disciplines of 
entrepreneurship and SMEs that stems from fieldwork in their totality; 
• To get closer to the manger/owner/ entrepreneur and the staff working in an 
SME; 
• To conceptualise and generalise from the case; 
• To address complexity with more realism and relevance; 
• To be sensitive, examine and observe the holistic nature of the issues under 
investigation; 
• To examine the issues longitudinally. 
 
Having the opportunity to literally walk around the premises of SMEs during a 
case study field research, talk to people and observe how the work is actually carried 
out the researcher has the opportunity to test if the answers he/she is getting from the 
managers/owners/entrepreneurs actually describe the true state of affairs in the SME. 
The researcher can get an in-depth understanding of the company’s particular 
organisational culture and tacit knowledge, interview people with different and 
complementary skills placed in different positions. Through a ‘perceptual 
triangulation’, accumulation of multiple entities as supporting sources of evidence to 
assure that the facts being collected are indeed correct offer the researcher the 
opportunity to gather those qualitative and quantitative data, such as, interviews, 
memoranda, business plans, organisational charts, tools and other physical artefacts, 
questionnaires and observations of managerial or employee actions and interactions 
necessary to validate his/her theories and hypotheses. Through a qualitative case study 
research in SMEs, entrepreneurship and the role of the owner/manager in small firms 
the researcher can achieve a deeper and heuristically more useful understanding of 
these issues and answer the ‘how’, ‘why’ and ‘what’ questions, as explained 
throughout this paper.  
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Annex of Tables 
 
Table 1 
 
The Social Dimensions of Entrepreneurship 
Impetus for Entrepreneurship Situational Characteristics 
Negative Displacement 
Immigrant Status 
Fired 
Angered, bored 
Middle-aged 
Divorced 
Perceptions of Desirability 
Culture 
Family 
Colleagues 
Mentors 
Peers 
Between Things 
Army 
School 
Prison 
Perceptions of Feasibility 
Support 
Demonstration 
Models 
Mentors 
Partners 
Positive Pull 
From partner 
From mentor 
From investor 
From customer 
Entrepreneurial Event 
Initiative taking 
Consolidation of resources 
Management of organisation 
Relative autonomy 
Risk bearing 
Positive Push 
Strong father 
Career 
Education 
Experience 
 
Table 2, Source: Shapero, A. and Sokol, L. (1982, pp. 72-90) 
 
 
 
 
Table 2 
 
Methods to meet the requirements for rigor 
 Controlled 
observation 
Controlled 
deduction 
Replicability Generalisability 
Rationalism Laboratory or 
statistics 
Mathematics Results Assumptive 
Case Natural Logic Theory Theoretic 
Table 2, Source: Meredith, 1998, p. 448 
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Table 3 
 
Process of building theory from case study research 
Step Activity 
Getting Started 
Definition of research question 
Possibly a priori constructs 
Selecting Cases Neither theory nor hypothesis 
Specified population 
Theoretical, not random, sampling 
Crafting Instruments and 
Protocols 
Multiple data collection methods 
Qualitative and quantitative data combined 
Multiple investigators 
Entering the field Overlap data collection and analysis, including field 
notes 
Flexible and opportunistic data collection methods 
Analysing data Within-case analysis 
Cross case pattern search using divergent 
techniques 
Shaping hypotheses Iterative tabulation of evidence for each construct  
Replication, no sampling, logic across cases 
Search evidence for ‘why’ behind relationships 
Enfolding literature Comparison with conflicting literature 
Comparison with similar literature 
Reaching closure Theoretical saturation when possible 
Table 3, Source: Eisenhardt (1989, p. 553) 
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